US libraries challenge cyber-pom law

A coalition of public libraries, library patrons and web-
site operators have filed a free-speech challenge to a
new United States law designed to prevent children

from being exposed to internet pornography in public librar-

ies and schools.

Complaining of '‘Big Brother' government and free-speech
censorship, three dozen plaintiffs led by the American Li-
brary Association (ALA) and the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) sued the Federal Communications Commis-
sion and the Institute of Museum and Library Services to
overturn the Children's Internet Protection Act (CIPA).

CIPA, signed into law by former President Bill Clinton last
December and due to take effect on 20 April, represents the
third attempt by Congress to control pornography on the in-
ternet. It requires public libraries and schools to equip com -
puters with filtering software designed to block access to
pornographic websites. Public libraries that fail to comply
with CIPA risk losing discounts on internet access as well as
federal grants. Libraries annually receive about $65 million
in such discounts and $150 million in grants.

The plaintiffs include seven state and regional library as-
sociations and four library systems. The US National School
Boards Association, which represents 15 000 public school
districts, said it also opposed the law and was contemplat-
ing legal action of its own.

CIPA opponents want a three-judge panel to issue an in-
junction that would permanently prevent CIPA from taking ef-
fect on grounds that it violates the right to free speech guaran-
teed by the First Amendment to the United States Constitution.

'CIPA is, in short, unworkable and fundamentally mis-
guided,’ said John Berry, president-elect of ALA, which rep-
resents more than 3000 public libraries. 'This Act imposes
unprecedented and sweeping federal speech restrictions on
public libraries across the nation.’

Earlier attempts by Congress to control internet pornog-
raphy have failed. The 1996 Communications Decency Act
was thrown out by the US Supreme Court as an infringement
of free speech, and the 1998 Child Online Protection Act
remains sidelined by a court injunction.

Independent experts on constitutional law said CIPA ap-
peared vulnerable to free-speech challenges.

'The government has significant power to decide what to
fund and what not. But at the same time, once it begins the
funding process, it cannot withhold funds in a way which
appears designed to prevent public discussion of certain
matters,' said First Amendment attorney Floyd Abrams.

Opponents say CIPA would hurt poor people who rely on
public libraries and schools for internet access because they
cannot afford their own computers. u
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